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The US is a key player in the 
international refugee system 
but serious threats to the 
US refugee resettlement 
program could undermine its 
commitment and, in turn, put the 
international system at risk.



5HAASINSTITUTE.BERKELEY.EDU A Pivotal Moment for the US Refugee Resettlement Program

NEARLY ONE OUT OF EVERY 100 people in the 
world is currently displaced from their homes. This 
proportion is higher than at any point since the Unit-
ed Nations High Commissioner for Refugees began 
collecting data on displaced persons in 1951.1 

Only a small number of the millions of forcibly dis-
placed people worldwide are resettled each year 
(see Figure 1). Although the international community 
has developed a system for protecting and support-
ing the displaced, providing them with truly durable 
solutions, such as resettlement, depends on commit-
ments from many countries. 

Inadequate efforts from the international community 
cause immense harm to forcibly displaced people. 

Introduction

commitment to refugee protection during a pivotal 
juncture for international refugee protection. Our 
analysis reaffirms that the US can and should play 
a stronger and more inclusive role in protecting and 
welcoming refugees. 

This report comes at a pivotal moment for the US 
refugee resettlement program, which has been resil-
ient in the face of recent unprecedented attempts to 
undermine it. In April 2017, a federal appeals court 
declined to reinstate the Trump Administration’s 
second executive order that sought to restrict the 
program. This ruling continues the trend of federal 
judges thwarting the administration’s refugee re-
settlement executive orders. In a separate decision, 
the State Department lifted a weekly quota on the 

FIGURE 1

Total displaced 
people, refugees, 
stateless people, 
and refugees 
resettled in 20152

Refugees have fled their homes because of persecu-
tion based on their group identity, and yet they far too 
frequently then become targets of nativism, racism, 
and xenophobia when they arrive in their new place 
of residence. These experiences of being displaced 
and treated as "Other" cause persistent marginality 
and inequality for people who have been forcefully 
displaced from their homes.

This report provides a brief overview of how the US 
refugee resettlement program fits within the inter-
national refugee protection system; analyzes the 
tensions facing the US resettlement program and 
the implications of the US restricting its resettlement 
program; and, discusses how the US can reaffirm its 

number of refugees allowed to enter the country, 
which refugee groups predict will result in a doubling 
of refugees expected to enter the country this fiscal 
year. These promising developments suggest that the 
US may be able to maintain its commitment to pro-
tecting refugees in the face of increasing threats to 
the refugee resettlement program.

This report is part of a broader research effort the 
Haas Institute is conducting on migration and ref-
ugees, and will be followed by a forthcoming Haas 
Institute report on global migration, Moving Targets: 
Forced Migration in the Twenty-First Century. 
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THE FIRST MAJOR STEP towards establishing a 
refugee protection framework was in 1921 when 
the League of Nations, under pressure from major 
humanitarian organizations such as the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, appointed the first 
High Commissioner for Refugees.3 

This agency at first only administered temporary aid 
for Russian refugees. One reason for the singular 
focus on Russian refugees was the fact that the Sovi-
et Union was not a member of the League of Nations 
and League members were hesitant to offer aid to 
people fleeing their allies. These political dynamics 
were also a major disincentive for League members 
to develop a universal definition of the term "refu-
gee" because they were afraid of forcing themselves 
to offer protection to refugees living within League 
member countries.4

In addition to its limited scope, the High Commis-
sioner for Refugees faced other shortcomings that 
limited the effectiveness of the protection it offered. 
For instance, the majority of League members did 
not support the High Commissioner financially or 
politically, and the members that did offer support 
required that League funds only be spent only on 
administrative expenses and not on direct relief. 

Despite these limitations, the appointment of the 
High Commissioner signified the first formal acknowl-
edgment by the international community of the inter-
national responsibility to protect refugees.5 This ac-
knowledgment also coincided with the development 
of legal norms regarding the protection of refugees 
and the establishment of refugees as a special cate-
gory within international law.6 

After WWII, and in part in response to the short-
comings of the High Commissioner, the United 
States helped lead the creation of the International 
Refugee Organization (IRO), with the stated goal 
of resettling WWII refugees and displaced persons. 
This focus on resettlement was unique because the 
High Commissioner had originally sought to ultimate-
ly send refugees back to their country of origin (a 

Overview: International 
Refugee Protection System

process called repatriation).7 During the negotiation 
process leading up to the establishment of the IRO, 
member countries disagreed on whether to focus on 
resettling refugees or repatriating them. Whereas the 
Western bloc insisted that the IRO resettle refugees, 
the Soviet Union opposed resettlement. Ultimately 
the IRO decided to offer resettlement in the host 
country to individuals with “valid objections” to repa-
triation based on fear of persecution because of race, 
religion, nationality, or political opinion. This broader 
definition represented a significant change in the in-
ternational community’s approach to refugee protec-
tion because previous frameworks had only assisted 
specific nationalities of refugees, such as Russians 
or Germans.8 The IRO also marked a significant step 
towards more widespread refugee resettlement. 

In response to a recognized need for a more com-
prehensive and systematic approach to refugee pro-
tection, the United Nations held a special conference 
on refugees in July 1951. There, the United Nations 
General Assembly approved the 1951 Refugee Con-
vention, which replaced the IRO with the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for  Refugees (UNHCR).9 

The Refugee Convention, and the Protocol that fol-
lowed it in 1967, established the current framework 
that continues to define the legal status of refugees 
and establishes standards for their treatment. The 
Convention and its Protocol define a refugee as a 
person who “owing to well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and 
is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country.” 

All signatories of the Convention and Protocol agree 
to provide refugees residing within a given country, 
at a minimum, the same standard of treatment as 
foreign nationals living in that country.10 Additionally, 
article 33 of the Convention institutionalizes a norm 
of international refugee law that had been generally 
accepted before 1951—respect for the principle of 
non-refoulment. The principle of non-refoulment pro-
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hibits signatories from returning a refugee to a territo-
ry where “his/her life or freedom would be threatened 
on account of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion."11 

It is important to note that only 142 countries have 
ratified both the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 
1967 Protocol. 12 Many of the countries that have 
not acceded to either document do not have national 
policies in place to provide support for refugees. In 
Malaysia, for example—a country that has not ratified 
either the Convention or its Protocol—the UNHCR 
makes up for the country’s lack of national refugee 
policies by conducting refugee reception, registra-
tion, documentation, and status determination of 
asylum-seekers and refugees. Thus, the Convention 
and Protocol provide a strong impetus for signatories 
to adopt a national system for fulfilling the principles 
outlined in both documents. 

And although signatories agree to follow the ele-
ments of the Convention and its Protocol for individ-
uals seeking asylum in their country, they do not have 
an obligation to accept refugees for resettlement.13,14 
In order for a country to accept resettled refugees 
it must have a system for receiving and supporting 
these individuals and often must collaborate with a 
wide variety of government agencies, international 
organizations, and domestic non-governmental or-
ganizations. As of 2012, only 26 countries accept 
resettled refugees.15,16 

Throughout history, the international community has 
cooperated to resettle large numbers of refugees 
displaced by major crises. One notable example of 
this type of cooperation was the response to the 
Indochinese refugee crises in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. Following the US war in Vietnam and 
the 1975 communist victories in the former French 
colonies of Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Laos), hundreds of thousands of individuals sought 
refuge.17 In response, more than 20 countries, led by 
the US, Australia, France and Canada, cooperated 
to resettle 623,800 refugees between 1979 and 
1982.18 This effort represented a nearly 200% in-
crease in the international monthly resettlement that 
had been occurring previously.19 This response to the 
Indochina refugee crisis demonstrates the power of a 
multi-country cooperative approach to resettlement, 
although it's worth noting that the US played a major 
role in creating the refugee conflict in the first place. 

The international system for protecting refugees 
originated, in part, from a collective recognition that 
people fleeing persecution and violence deserve 
protection, but concern for the safety of displaced 
persons was not the sole factor—geopolitical strategy 
played an important role in motivating countries to 
develop a refugee protection system. And through-

out, including up to today, the definition of who has 
a "right" to receive protection continues to evolve in 
large part based on social and political currents. (See 
the Haas Institute's forthcoming report Moving Tar-
gets for more on this historical analysis.) 

Although the motivations for expanding the interna-
tional refugee protection system have been com-
plicated, the resulting international response has 
become increasingly structured and multilateral.  This 
process led to the development of the UNHCR, 
which currently oversees and coordinates the interna-
tional response. 

It has become clear throughout history that the refu-
gee protection regime is at its strongest when many 
countries make major contributions. The US has 
historically played a major role in setting an exam-
ple for other states, which has helped facilitate the 
development of the current framework. In order for 
this international framework to effectively respond to 
current and future crises, the US will need to contin-
ue to provide strong support. 

The UN Refugee Convention defines 
a refugee as a person who “owing to 
well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside 
the country of his [her] nationality 
and is unable or, owing to such fear, 
is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country.” 
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THE US COMMITMENT TO REFUGEE resettlement 
began after WWII when the United States admitted 
250,000 refugees from Europe. Although initially resis-
tant, the US eventually decided to accept these indi-
viduals to ease geopolitical and humanitarian concerns. 
Currently, the US is a global leader in refugee reset-
tlement; of the 105,200 refugees who were resettled 
globally in 2014, the US resettled 73,000 of them.20 

Since 1980, however, the US has become less re-
sponsive to international refugee crises. Institutionally 
within the US, the resettlement program has under-
gone major changes, resulting in a complex and multi-
layered set of processes that involve numerous federal 
and state agencies and nonprofit organizations.

History of US Refugee 
Resettlement Efforts
The first legislation in the US related to refugee reset-
tlement was the 1948 Displaced Persons Act, which 
Congress passed following the admission of 250,000 
Europeans after World War II. The Displaced Per-
sons Act allowed for the resettlement of an additional 
400,000 more refugees.21 

This legislation followed many years of resistance to 
refugee resettlement in the US. In 1939, for example, 
a bill allowing 20,000 German Jewish children to enter 
the US failed in Congress.22 Also in 1939, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt refused to admit Jewish refugees 
aboard a ship fleeing Europe.23 

After WWII, however, two forces were decisive in the 
decision by the US to accept refugees. First, lawmak-
ers were concerned about the possibility that 20–30 
million displaced people in Europe could cause major 
geopolitical instability. Second, lawmakers recognized 
the strategic value of providing humanitarian relief to 
refugees from Communist countries.24

Thereafter, the US used an ad-hoc approach to refugee 
resettlement and sought to admit people fleeing com-
munist regimes (mainly Hungary, Yugoslavia, Korea, 
China and Cuba).25 These ad-hoc programs relied 

on the US Attorney General’s “parole” authority to 
allow the entry of people into the country for urgent 
humanitarian reasons.26 In many cases, the Attorney 
General only granted these “parolees” temporary 
residence status, and the government later granted 
them permanent status.27 Two of the largest groups 
of parolees were Cuban asylum seekers in the 1960s 
and 1970s and Southeast Asians following the fall 
of Saigon in 1975. In both cases the United States 
admitted hundreds of thousands of refugees to the 
country.28 

In 1968, the US was one of the signatories of the UN 
Refugee Convention, although that did not signifi-
cantly alter US policy. In 1980, after 30 years of an 
ad hoc approach to resettlement, Congress enacted 
the Refugee Act of 1980, which established a more 
systematic framework that serves as the basis of the 
current US refugee resettlement program. 

The 1980 Refugee Act, which amended the Immi-
gration and Nationality Act, established a process for 
resettling refugees with consistent federal funding. 
The Act served two purposes: 1) to provide a uniform 
procedure for refugee admissions and 2) to authorize 
federal assistance to resettle refugees and promote 
their self-sufficiency.29 Since its enactment, the Act 
has facilitated the development of a comprehensive 
and complex system for refugee resettlement.

In the first year of the Refugee Act, the US admitted 
207,000 refugees, a number that has not been ex-
ceeded since—the US resettles far fewer refugees 
today than it did in 1980 and the early 1990s (see 
Figure 2). The spike in admissions in 1980 was pri-
marily due to Indochinese refugees fleeing after the 
Vietnam War and the 1975 communist victories in 
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, 30 while the increase 
in the early 1990s was due primarily to refugees flee-
ing the Balkan wars and other regional conflicts.31 

Since these spikes, the US has not responded to 
refugee crises, such as the crisis caused by the civil 
war in Syria, with similarly major increases in refugee 
admissions. 

The US Refugee 
Resettlement Program
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FIGURE 2 

Historical US Refugee 
Admissions32

Source: FCC form 477, June 2016 (most 
recent data)

Structure of the Modern  
US Resettlement Program
Each year the US President initiates the resettlement 
process by consulting with Congress to set an an-
nual ceiling on the number of refugees the US will 
accept.33 In fiscal year 2016 the ceiling was 85,000, 
with plans by the Obama Administration to increase 
the ceiling to 110,000 in 2017. 

The number of refugees that the US government re-
settles is frequently below the ceiling. This discrepan-
cy was particularly wide following the terrorist attacks 
of 9/11 in 2001. In 2002 the ceiling was 70,000 but 
only 27,131 refugees entered the country;34 in 2012, 
the ceiling was 76,000, but only 56,424 refugees 
were admitted. 

The reasons for these discrepancies are complex 
and contextual to the time period. It could be due to 
a lack of cooperation in the refugees’ country of first 
asylum, ongoing political complications, or the fact 
that the US began accepting refugees from a wider 
range of countries, whereas it has previously admit-
ted them from a smaller set of countries.35 According 
to Kathleen Newland, an immigration and refugee 
policy expert, two factors led to the discrepancy after 
9/11.36 First, the Bush Administration suspended the 
refugee resettlement program for two months. Sec-
ond, the administration put new security protocols in 
place, reducing the number of refugees who made it 
through the security screening process.

After the President annually sets the admissions 
ceiling, the next step in the process is the overseas 
processing of refugees, which the State Department 
and the United States Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (USCIS) work together to manage.37 Once 

USCIS approves a refugee for resettlement, the 
State Department’s Bureau for Population, Refu-
gees, and Migration (PRM) coordinates the process 
of placing the individual (and his or her family) in a 
specific city. 

PRM works closely with nine voluntary agencies 
that have cooperative agreements with the State 
Department to resettle refugees.38 Before a refugee 
arrives in the US, representatives of these voluntary 
agencies meet to decide where to place the indi-
vidual. The Refugee Act of 1980 also requires the 
federal government to consult with states and local 
jurisdictions to coordinate the placement of refugees 
throughout the country.39 They will first attempt to 
place the refugee in the same city as any of his or her 
relatives. If the individual does not have any relatives 
in the country, then the agencies attempt to find a 
city that has the necessary resources to meet the 
refugee’s needs (such as ethnic communities, em-
ployment opportunities, affordable housing, and ed-
ucational and health services). The Refugee Act also 
requests that the agencies ensure the individual is 
not placed in an area that is already highly impacted 
by the presence of refugees. 

After the refugee arrives in the US, his or her vol-
untary agency receives a Reception and Placement 
grant directly from PRM to fund the initial three 
months of resettlement.40 Thereafter, the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services’ Office of Ref-
ugee Resettlement (ORR) works through the states 
and nongovernmental organizations to provide long-
term assistance. Each state voluntarily opts in to the 
refugee resettlement program by appointing a state 
refugee coordinator and submitting a plan outlining 
how it will allocate public and private resources to 
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support refugees.41 These states decide between 
three options for administering the ORR funds: 1) 
public administration, 2) contracts with nonprofit 
organizations, or 3) a public private partnership. 

The administrator of the federal funds (states or 
nonprofit organizations) receives the ORR funds in 
the form of quarterly grants. ORR determines the 
amount of funds to allocate to states based on the 
number of refugees that are resettled in each state.42 
ORR gives three main categories of grants: 1) cash 
and medical assistance, 2) social services, and 
3) discretionary grants. The Refugee Act expects 
the administrator to play a coordinating role in the 
provision of these services and assistance.43 In the 
case of social services grants, the administrator 
coordinates the reimbursement of local resettlement 
agencies for the services they provide (such as in-
terpretation and translation, job training and English 
language instruction). With regard to cash and med-
ical assistance grants, states generally model the 
disbursement of funds after their Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF) programs.44

The majority of states (32) administer the funds 
directly through state-run offices. Twelve states, 
however, participate in the alternative Wilson-Fish 
program, in which they contract with nonprofit organi-
zations.45 A central goal of this alternative program is 
to increase the number of states with an ORR-fund-
ed resettlement program by allowing nonprofit orga-
nizations to administer the funds.46 Another option 
for states is to use public private partnerships to 
administer the funds. This program, which five states 
currently participate in, allows states the flexibility to 
offer additional cash assistance to refugees.47 Wyo-
ming is the only state that does not participate at all 
in the refugee resettlement program.48 

If a state wishes to withdraw from the refugee pro-
gram it must provide 120 days advance notice to the 
ORR Director of Refugee Resettlement.49 It is not en-
tirely clear in the Act whether a state must withdraw 
through legislation or executive action. A state may 
decide to retain responsibility for certain aspects of 
the program or to withdraw entirely.50 When a state 
withdraws entirely or from part of the program it may 
choose to have a replacement agency or agencies 
administer the federal funds through a public private 
partnership or the Wilson-Fish program.51 States that 
have decided to have a replacement agency admin-
ister the program may also decide to re-establish 
state coordination. For example, a bill was recently 
introduced in South Dakota to change the adminis-
tration of the resettlement program from the current 
Wilson-Fish program to state administration.52

The 1980 Refugee Act put into place a complex, 
multi-stakeholder system for screening, receiving, and 

supporting resettled refugees. This process is a col-
laborative effort between states, international organiza-
tions, and the federal government.  

Tensions Facing the US 
Refugee Resettlement Program
Since its enactment in 1980, the modern US refugee 
resettlement system has faced numerous tensions. 
The amount of federal funding devoted to the program 
has declined at the same time that the refugees enter-
ing the country have come from a wider range of coun-
tries and in need of more intensive support. Recent 
attempts at the state and federal level to restrict the 
US refugee resettlement program worsen these ten-
sions, threatening to undermine the US commitment to 
refugee protection. 

Program Changes since  
the 1980 Refugee Act
Since the early 1980s the financial responsibility for 
supporting refugees has gradually shifted from the 
federal government to state governments and reset-
tlement agencies. For example, in the original Act, 
states received grants for cash and medical assis-
tance for each refugee’s first three years of residence 
in their state.53 However, Congress decreased that 
support to 18 months in 1982 and further reduced 
it to eight months in 1991.54 Moreover, in 1990, the 
refugee program eliminated the time frame during 
which the federal government would cover the state 
share of Aid to Families with Dependent Children, 
Medicaid, and SSI.55 Thus, the federal government 
currently does not supplement states’ budgetary 
share of programs that support refugees but are not 
directly part of the refugee program, such as SNAP 
or TANF. These cuts have had significant budgetary 
implications for states and resettlement agencies. 
A 2008 analysis by a national voluntary agency, for 
example, found that federal contributions amount to 
39 percent of the total cost of supporting a newly 
resettled refugee during his or her first 90 days in the 
country.56 Resettlement agencies cover the remainder 
of the expense through in-kind donations, volunteer 
hours, and direct contributions. 

Another significant change since the enactment of 
the 1980 Refugee Act has been the increasing di-
versity of the US refugee population. Over time, the 
resettlement program has shifted the groups it tar-
gets for resettlement from large-scale populations of 
special interest to the US (such as refugees fleeing 
communism) to smaller numbers of people from a 
wider set of countries.57 The US now resettles a large 
number of highly vulnerable refugees, who often have 
significant mental health challenges and extremely 
limited language ability. Because of ORR’s goal to 
promote self-sufficiency among refugees within as 
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short of a time as possible, this increased diversity 
has created tensions within the program.58  The pop-
ulations of refugees arriving in the country face unique 
challenges that require adequate support to ease their 
transition

The commitment to refugee resettlement in the US 
has declined since its high point in the 1980s. Since 
then, the federal government has shifted much of the 
responsibility for financing resettlement to states and 
nonprofit agencies. Recent rhetoric, lawsuits, and 
policy proposals threaten to accelerate an already 
wavering commitment to refugee protection.

Trump Administration  
Executive Orders
On January 27, 2017, Donald Trump signed an ex-
ecutive order that suspended refugee resettlement 
for 120 days, banned the arrival of Syrian refugees, 
and reduced, from 110,000 to 50,000, the overall 
number of refugees the US would admit to the coun-
try. The order also banned travelers from Syria, Iraq, 
Somalia, Yemen, Iran, Sudan and Libya from entering 
the US for 90 days from the date of the order. Initially, 
the ban also included legal permanent residents and 
visa holders, an interpretation that led to the illegal 
detention of families, students, and former interpret-
ers for the US military. 

Legal scholars criticized the “astonishing incompe-
tence of its drafting and construction,” which opened 
up the Trump Administration to numerous legal chal-
lenges.59 In response, more than 50 lawsuits were 
filed by religious groups, state attorneys general, 
residents, and visitors to the country.60 

On February 9, 2017 the US Circuit Court of Ap-
peals affirmed an earlier ruling from a federal judge 
in Washington State temporarily halting the execu-
tive order.61 The three-judge panel based their ruling 
partially on statements made by Donald Trump on 
the campaign trail about his plan to implement a 
"Muslim ban."

In response to these legal challenges, President 
Trump signed a new version of the initial executive 
order on March 6, 2017. This new order revokes 
the original order and makes various minor adjust-
ments, including the removal of Iraq from the list of 
designated travel ban countries and allowing legal 
permanent residents from the designated countries 
to enter the US.62 

Despite the changes, federal judges in Hawaii and 
Maryland blocked the executive order before it could 
be implemented.63 On March 29, 2017, Hawaii Judge 
Derrick Watson extended the block on the executive 
order.64 This preliminary injunction blocks the travel 
ban on individuals from the six countries listed in 
the order, does not allow the administration to put 

the resettlement program on hold for 120 days, and 
maintains the refugee admissions ceiling at 110,000 
persons. 

On May 25, 2017, the US Court of Appeals for the 
Fourth Circuit rejected the federal government’s 
appeal of the lower court’s ruling, saying that the 
revised executive order, “speaks with vague words 
of national security, but in context drips with religious 
intolerance, animus and discrimination.” Attorney 
General Jeff Sessions vowed to appeal this decision 
to the Supreme Court.

On the same day as the Fourth Circuit's ruling, the 
State Department issued a separate decision to lift 
a weekly quota on the number of refugees allowed 
to enter the country. This weekly quota was largely 
a result of budget constraints imposed by Congress 
last Fall. Importantly, this decision does not affect 
the refugee admissions ceiling, which remains at 
110,000. However, it will likely have a significant af-
fect on the number of refugees who actually enter the 
US—refugee groups have predicted that it will result 
in a doubling of the number of refugees allowed to 
enter the country in the current fiscal year. 

This promising development, along with the court 
rulings blocking the Trump Administration's executive 
orders, suggest that various US institutions and enti-
ties will continue to advocate for and assert that the 
country maintain its commitment to refugee resettle-
ment, even in the face of threats to undermine it.

Attempts by US Governors  
to Limit Resettlement
The executive orders from the Trump Administration 
are occurring in the wake of an increase in anti-ref-
ugee rhetoric and policies among US lawmakers. In 
November 2015, for instance, 30 governors called 
for a stop to resettlement of Syrian refugees until the 
federal government addresses security concerns (see 
Appendix A for a list of each Governor’s statement).65 
Twenty-four of those governors stated they would 
seek to actively prevent the resettlement of Syrian 
refugees through executive action or other means.66,67 

Despite the governors’ statements, it appears that 

Recent rhetoric, lawsuits, and policy 
proposals threaten to accelerate an 
already wavering commitment to 
refugee protection in the United States.
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only a very limited number of Syrian refugees were 
diverted from one state to another. One such instance 
occurred in Indiana when, after Governor Mike Pence 
issued a statement seeking to ban the resettlement of 
Syrian refugees, the state Division of Family Resourc-
es sent a letter to a national voluntary agency respon-
sible for resettlement in Indiana asking that all Syrian 
arrivals be “suspended or redirected to another state 
that is willing to accept Syrian placements until as-
surances that proper security measures are in place 
have been provided by the federal government.”68 In 
response, the agency worked with a resettlement 
agency in Connecticut to redirect one Syrian family to 
New Haven. It is important to note, however, that this 
case was isolated and multiple Syrian families have 
been resettled in Indiana since, which illustrates that 
it is very difficult for states to implement a ban on any 
specific group of refugees.69 

A number of legal scholars have asserted that gov-
ernors do not have the authority to restrict travel 
into their territories.70 Additionally, state and federal 
officials have actively fought some of the governors’ 
attempts. The state of Texas, for example sought to 
deny the entry of Syrian refugees.71 A federal judge 
struck down the executive order within one day of it 
being issued because he found the state’s evidence 
that Syrian refugees could have infiltrated the refu-
gee resettlement program to be largely speculative. 
The same judge again ruled against the state after 
it amended its application for preliminary injunction. 
The state claims that it is unlawful that the federal 
government did not consult with the state regarding 
each Syrian refugee that PRM resettled in Texas. The 
judge, however, argues that neither the Refugee Act 
nor the Administrative Procedure Act creates a cause 
of action for the state to compel the federal govern-
ment to consult with the state regarding the resettle-
ment of individual Syrian refugees in Texas.72 

Government officials in other states have also 
pushed back against these types of directives. For in-
stance, the Tennessee Office of the Attorney General 
issued an opinion outlining why a decision to deny 
entry to refugees would violate the US constitution.73 
Specifically, the Attorney General stated that the fed-
eral government had already approved the refugees 
in question for resettlement in the US. Thus, such a 
decision would conflict with the federal government’s 
authority to regulate the admission of aliens to the 
country and would therefore violate the Supremacy 
Clause of the US constitution. Georgia’s Attorney 
General issued a statement with similar reasoning 
and conclusions in response to its governor’s execu-
tive order seeking to deny the resettlement of Syrian 
refugees in the state.74 

Likely due to the evidence that an outright ban on 
the admission of Syrian refugees would violate the 

Constitution, the governor of Indiana issued an exec-
utive order that limits the type of services to Syrian 
refugees for which the state government would re-
imburse resettlement agencies.75 Although the state 
initially sought to completely deny entry to Syrian 
refugees, the state then decided to allow Syrian 
refugees to enter its territory and continued to pay for 
federal entitlements such as cash assistance, edu-
cation assistance and Medicaid. However, the state 
is withholding funds from resettlement agencies for 
social services such as interpretation, childcare and 
citizenship and naturalization assistance.76 

In February of 2016 a federal district court judge 
held a hearing on this case and ruled against the 
state of Indiana, basing her ruling on the assess-
ment that there is a strong likelihood that Indiana’s 
policy violates the Equal Protection Clause. The 
judge made three key arguments in reaching this 
conclusion.77 First, despite the state’s stated goal of 
preventing further resettlement of Syrian refugees in 
the state by withholding funds, voluntary agencies 
have continued to resettle Syrian refugees in Indi-
ana. Thus, the state’s policy has been ineffective. 
Second, even if the state was actually able to deter 
voluntary agencies from resettling Syrian refugees, it 
would cause the agencies to stop the resettlement 
of all Syrians, including young children who pose 
very little security risk to the state. Third, the state’s 
policy punishes Syrian refugees who are already in 
Indiana by depriving them of social services, which 
is unlikely to further the State’s interest in improving 
public safety. Importantly, the judge states that the 
Court would reach the same conclusion even if it 
used a rational basis review of the State’s policy. 
This ruling will likely have important implications for 
state legislatures that attempt to pass legislation 
that would have similar aims to Indiana’s policy. It is 
unlikely that any policy that specifically targets ref-
ugees from one country or a group of countries will 
survive a constitutional challenge. 

Prior to the current backlash against resettling 
Syrian refugees, states had already taken action 
to reduce refugee resettlement. In 2010 Georgia 
Governor Nathan Deal withheld any state funding 
earmarked for reimbursing resettlement agencies 
for English instruction, job training, and academic 
programs.78 Although this directive was very similar 
to the Indiana Governor’s, it differed in the sense 
that it was targeted at all refugees resettled in the 
state. Likely as a result of this policy, the number of 
refugee arrivals in the state decreased from 3,272 
to 2,635 per year between 2009 and 2011.79 How-
ever, after pressure from resettlement agencies the 
governor released the federal funds in December of 
2011. This previous state effort demonstrates that 
the statements by 30 governors in late 2015 were 



13HAASINSTITUTE.BERKELEY.EDU A Pivotal Moment for the US Refugee Resettlement Program

not entirely unprecedented and that governors have 
previously attempted to identify mechanisms for 
curtailing resettlement into their states.

Attempts by State and Federal 
Legislators to Limit Resettlement
Federal and state legislators have also attempted to 
curtail refugee resettlement. One example of state 
action occurred in 2011 in Tennessee when the state 
legislature passed the Refugee Absorptive Capacity 
Act. This legislation allowed local governments to 
submit a request for a one year moratorium on refu-
gee resettlement to the Tennessee Office of Refugee 
Affairs documenting that the community lacks the 
capacity to host refugees. The state would then for-
ward the request to the federal government and PRM 
would either approve or deny it.80 State legislators 
have introduced bills and resolutions that would 1) 
prohibit their respective state governments from as-
sisting in the resettlement of refugees from Syria and/
or the Middle East, 2) require refugees to register 
with a government agency, 3) authorize the state to 
temporarily halt refugee resettlement, or 4) urge the 
United States Congress to take action limiting the 
resettlement of Syrian refugees or the resettlement 
of all refugees (see Appendix B for a table illustrating 
these policies). 

Additionally, members of Congress have introduced 
a variety of bills at the federal level that seek to curtail 
resettlement through measures such as increasing 
the standards governing security checks of refugees, 
reducing resettlement from Syria and other countries 
in the Middle East, or reducing overall levels of reset-

FIGURE 3

Top Hosting Countries for 
Syrian Refugees

tlement (see Appendix C). 

These lawsuits and legislative attempts by state and 
federal lawmakers demonstrate that the current ad-
ministration’s restrictive approach to refugee resettle-
ment is a continuation of a trend. Nearly all aspects of 
the two executive orders have been proposed before: 
stopping resettlement from Middle Eastern countries, 
implementing more rigorous security screening, re-
ducing overall resettlement, and increasing states’ 
authority to accept or deny refugees. Moreover, these 
attempts at restricting the program come amidst a 
declining US commitment to resettlement since the 
1980s. These two factors combined threaten to un-
dermine the US commitment to protecting refugees, 
thereby worsening current and future refugee crises. 

Potential Implications of 
the US Restricting Refugee 
Resettlement
The global refugee crisis has reached an unprec-
edented urgency. A higher proportion of the world 
population is currently displaced from their homes 
than at any time since 1951.81 Nearly one in 20 
people living in the Middle East are displaced.82 Dis-
placement in Europe is similar to the levels seen fol-
lowing the collapse of Eastern Bloc countries in the 
1990s.83 The UNHCR has estimated that 1,150,000 
refugees globally are in need of resettlement, an 
increase of 22% from 201684 The agency announced 
that it aims to resettle 480,000 Syrian refugees by 
the end of 2018.85 This announcement marks a dras-
tic increase in total refugee resettlement, which has 
averaged 100,000 individuals in recent decades. 
However, individual countries have only pledged to 
resettle a total of 179,000 of these refugees.

Although a record number of refugees have fled to 
Europe—1.3 million in 201586 alone—it is countries 
near Syria that have taken the lead in resettling 
refugees87. Current estimates are that 664,100 
Syrian refugees reside in Jordan and 2.5 million live in 
Turkey (see Figure 3). Refugees from Syria make up 
approximately 20% of Lebanon’s total population. 

This leadership by Middle Eastern countries in 
refugee resettlement is not a recent development. 
During World War II, thousands of refugees from 
Eastern Europe and the Balkans fled to refugee 
camps in Middle Eastern countries such as Pal-
estine, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt.88 However, the 
current lack of international support for increased 
resettlement has made the pressure on these Mid-
dle Eastern countries worse and living conditions 
for many refugees are dire. 

Refugees & Security
Attempts to restrict refugee resettlement are based 

Source: unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
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on the premise that refugees from the Middle East 
pose a significant security threat to the United 
States. Reality contradicts this belief. Of the 784,000 
refugees that the United States has resettled since 
September 11, 2001, three have been arrested for 
planning terrorist activities.90 

A study by MI5’s behavioral science unit provides 
further evidence that refugees do not pose a security 
threat. The study found little to no connection be-
tween religiosity and extremism. Instead they found 
that many terrorists are religious novices and that 
a strong religious identity actually protects against 
radicalization.91 Additionally, it is highly unlikely that 
the refugees who are fleeing war and persecution are 
supporters of terrorism.

One key reason for the US resettlement program’s 
strong record on security is the rigorous screening 
process that every refugee undergoes before en-
tering the United States. The process takes 18-24 
months for each refugee from start to finish, during 
which the FBI, Department of Homeland Security, 
State Department, and national intelligence agencies 
check refugees’ data against security databases. 
Less than one percent of applicants make it past the 
initial screening.92 Some groups of refugees, such as 
Syrians, undergo even more intensive security scruti-
ny.93 Overall, this screening process has proven to be 
highly effective in preventing security risks. 

Importantly, increasing refugee resettlement to the 
United States would not only relieve the strain on 

refugees and the countries they reside in, but would 
also advance US national security interests. A group 
of former national security leaders and government 
officials recently wrote in a letter to Congress that 
“resettlement initiatives help advance US national 
security interests by supporting the stability of our 
allies and partners that are struggling to host large 
numbers of refugees.”94 One key way in which the 
program advances US security interests is by provid-
ing refuge to Iraqi citizens who served as interpreters 
for the US military. Without the possibility of escap-
ing the threats that interpreters are certain to face if 
they stay in Iraq, it is highly unlikely that they would 
offer their support to the military. 

The need for increased refugee resettlement has not 
shown signs of dissipating. The US has historically 
taken the lead in providing resettlement to highly 
vulnerable refugees. Without that leadership, it is 
unlikely that the international community will be able 
to meet the unprecedented challenge caused by 
the current crisis. Moreover, restricting resettlement 
would likely make Americans less safe.  
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How the US Can Reaffirm Its 
Commitment to Refugees

DESPITE THE BENEFITS of refugee resettlement, the 
US has steadily decreased its commitment to offer-
ing safe refuge to those fleeing violence and perse-
cution. As this report outlined, the US played a key 
role in the development of the international refugee 
protection regime, and the US has historically reset-
tled more refugees than all other countries combined. 
For example, of the 105,200 refugees who were 
resettled globally in 2014, the United States reset-
tled 73,000.95 However, that commitment is under 
immense pressure as a result of renewed anti-refu-
gee rhetoric and policies. 

Instead of curtailing its refugee resettlement program, 
the US needs to reaffirm its historical commitment to 
resettling and welcoming refugees regardless of their 
country of origin, their race, or their religion. Policy-

makers should consider changes at the federal level 
that increase the overall number of refugees, particu-
larly from Syria, resettled in the US. 

The US can reaffirm its position as a global leader in 
refugee resettlement by increasing the annual refu-
gee resettlement ceiling to above 110,000, devoting 
more resources and prioritization to the Refugee 
Resettlement Program, and increasing access to 
resettlement to particularly vulnerable refugees. In 
doing so, the US would make a major contribution 
to widening the circle of human concern by rejecting 
negative stereotypes of refugees and welcoming 
them as members of our global community who are 
welcome and truly belong in our country.l

15HAASINSTITUTE.BERKELEY.EDU A Pivotal Moment for the US Refugee Resettlement Program
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State Governor Intended Action towards Syrian Refugees

Alabama Robert Bentley Deny entry

Arizona Doug Ducey Deny entry

Arkansas Asa Hutchinson Deny entry

Florida Rick Scott Deny entry

Georgia Nathan Deal Deny entry

Idaho Butch Otter Request action from feds

Illinois Bruce Rauner Deny entry

Indiana Mike Pence Deny entry, then deny reimbursement for services

Iowa Terry Branstad Request action from feds

Kansas Sam Brownback Deny entry

Louisiana Bobby Jindal Deny entry

Maine Paul LePage Deny entry

Maryland Larry Hogan Request action from feds

Massachusetts Charlie Baker Deny entry

Michigan Rick Snyder Deny entry

Mississippi Phil Bryant Deny entry

Missouri Jay Nixon Deny entry

Nebraska Pete Ricketts Deny entry

Nevada Brian Sandoval Deny entry

New Hampshire Maggie Hassan Deny entry

New Jersey Chris Christie Deny entry

New Mexico Susana Martinez Request action from feds

North Carolina Pat McCrory Deny entry

Ohio John Kasich Deny entry

Oklahoma Mary Fallin Request action from feds

South Carolina Nikki Haley Deny entry

Tennessee Bill Haslam Request action from feds

Texas Greg Abbott Deny entry

Wisconsin Scott Walker Deny entry

Wyoming Matt Mead Information unavailable

Positions of US Governors Regarding 
Syrian Refugee Resettlement96,97

Appendix A

As of April 2016
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State Year Bill Name Status Description

Utah 2009 UT H 38 Enacted

This act provides that all interest or earnings from the Refugee 
Services Fund shall be deposited into the fund rather than in the 
General Fund.

Tennessee 2011 TN H 1632 Enacted

The law allows a local government to submit a request to the 
Tennessee Office of Refugee Affairs documenting that the host 
community lacks absorptive capacity 

Hawaii 2012 HI H 2578 Enacted

This law eliminates the advisory council for community services, 
which formerly assisted the executive director in formulating 
goals for programs and services benefiting the disadvantaged, 
refugees, and immigrants.

Utah 2012 UT H 441 Enacted

This law allows a charter school whose mission is to enhance 
learning opportunities for refugees, children of refugee families 
or English language learners to give an enrollment preference to 
these individuals.

Hawaii 2013 HI HR 178 Adopted

This resolution urges the United States Department of Home-
land Security to examine and re-evaluate its policies regarding 
refugee and asylee protections

Utah 2013 UT H 249 Enacted

This law shifts oversight for the refugee services fund from the 
Department of Housing and Community Development to the 
Department of Workforce Services.

California 2015 CA SR 52 Adopted

This resolution from the California Senate urges the President 
to dramatically increase the number of Syrian refugees allowed 
into the United States 

Michigan 2015 MI HR 9 Adopted

This resolution urges the president of the United States to allow 
an additional 25,000 refugee visas for displaced Iraqis, with 
preference for placement in state. 

South Car-
olina 2015

SC H 
3961 Adopted

This memorial requests the US Department of Health and 
Human Services to provide information regarding the resettle-
ment of refugees in Spartanburg, S.C. 

Texas 2015 TX S 1928 Enacted

This law requires the executive commissioner to adopt rules 
ensuring that local government and community input is included 
in any federal refugee program’’s placement report. 

Tennessee 2015

TN SB 
364 (HB 
1195)

Refer to Senate 
Judiciary Com-
mittee

Requires the department to negotiate with the federal office of 
refugee resettlement to reacquire state administration of the 
refugee resettlement program

State Legislation Related to Refugee 
Resettlement 2009-201698,99

Appendix B

As of April 2016
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Michigan 2015 MI SCR 22 

Referred to 
committee on 
government 
operations

A concurrent resolution to urge Governor Snyder to maintain 
his current position on the relocation of Syrian refugees into the 
state of Michigan 

Pennsylvania 2015 PA SR 248 Adopted

A Resolution urging the Governor of the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania, the President of the United States and the Secre-
tary of the United States Department of Homeland Security to 
discontinue the resettlement of Syrian refugees in this Common-
wealth 

Wyoming 2016 WY HB 47 

Senate did not 
consider for 
introduction

AN ACT relating to refugee resettlement; requiring legislative 
approval of a refugee resettlement plan; providing for assign-
ment to a committee; providing for public hearings; and provid-
ing for an effective date.

South Dakota 2016
SD HB 
1158 

State Affairs 
Tabled Provide for state coordination in the resettlement of refugees

Michigan 2016 MI HR 198 

Referred to 
committee on 
government 
operations

A resolution to declare opposition to the relocation of Syrian 
and other unvettable refugees from failed states via the United 
States Refugee Resettlement Program into Michigan and the 
rejection of state funds to assist in the program.

Nebraska 2016 NE LB 966 
Referred to Judi-
ciary Committee

A bill for an act relating to refugees; to adopt the refugee reset-
tlement agency indemnification act; to provide a cause of action; 
to provide a civil penalty; and to declare an emergency

Virginia 2016 VA HJR 66 
House: Left in 
Rules

Study; JLARC to study the cost of implementation of the Refu-
gee Resettlement Program to the Commonwealth and localities; 
report. 

South Car-
olina 2016

SC SJR 
928 

Senate Referred 
to Committee on 
General

A joint resolution to prohibit state agencies from taking action in 
relation to refugees placed in this state as of the effective date 
of this act until new security measures are implemented by the 
federal government

South Car-
olina 2016

SC SB 
997 

Senate Read 
third time and 
sent to House

A bill  to provide that refugees placed in this state by the federal 
government must register with the department of social ser-
vices.

Kansas 2016
KS HB 
2612 

Refer to Com-
mittee on Fed-
eral and State 
Affairs passed Refugee resettlement; refugee absorptive capacity act.

Wisconsin 2016 WI AB 506 

Referred to 
Committee on 
Children and 
Families

This bill requires the Department of Children and Families (DCF) 
to apply for federal grant funding to support the resettlement 
of Syrian refugees in this state and, if received, to contract with 
refugee service organizations to provide certain services to 
those refugees. 

Missouri 2016
MO HB 
2654 

Read Second 
Time (H)

Requires refugees placed in the state under the federal Refugee 
Resettlement Program to register with the Department of Social 
Services.

Michigan 2016
MI HB 
5528 

Referred to 
committee on 
oversight and 
ethics

Human services; other; impact study on refugee resettlement 
program; provide for, and implement certain reporting require-
ments. 
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Kansas 2016
KS HB 
2661 

House Referred 
to Committee 
on Federal and 
State Affairs

Prohibiting the relocation of refugees from certain countries to 
the state of Kansas.

Virginia 2016
VA HB 
1349 

House: Incorpo-
rated by General 
Laws by voice 
vote Resettlement of refugees; review process.

New York 2016

NY AB 
9630 (SB 
6253)

Referred to 
governmental 
operations

Requires residents of the state who are foreign refugees, to 
register with the office of temporary and disability assistance.  

South Car-
olina 2016

SC HJR 
4488 

Referred to 
Committee on 
Judiciary

Resettlement of refugees. A joint resolution to provide that no 
state agency, department, entity, or instrumentality shall assist 
with or participate in the planning for or the resettlement of refu-
gees in South Carolina pursuant to a refugee resettlement plan.

Kansas 2016
KS HB 
2612 

Rerefer to Com-
mittee on Fed-
eral and State 
Affairs passed Refugee resettlement; refugee absorptive capacity act.

Mississippi 2016
MS SB 
2331 

 Died In Com-
mittee

An act to create the refugee absorptive capacity act; to enact 
definitions; to enact requirements for resettlement of refugees 
and data generation concerning the success of resettlement 
efforts; and for related purposes.

South Car-
olina 2016

SC HB 
4396 

House Referred 
to Committee on 
Judiciary

A bill to create the “refugee absorptive capacity act”, to provide 
definitions, to provide the state office for refugees under the 
department of social services with certain requirements, and to 
allow for a moratorium on new refugee settlement activities in 
certain instances.

Wyoming 2016 WY HB 47 

Did Not Consid-
er for Introduc-
tion

Refugee resettlement plan accountability. AN ACT relating to 
refugee resettlement; requiring legislative approval of a refugee 
resettlement plan; providing for assignment to a committee; 
providing for public hearings; and providing for an effective date.

Tennessee 2016

TN SB 
1614 (HB 
2150)

Refer to Senate 
State & Local 
Government 
Committee

Enacts the “Tennessee Refugee Resettlement Oversight Act,” 
which requires the department to enter into negotiations with 
the federal government to reacquire state administration of the 
refugee resettlement program.

Tennessee 2016

TN HB 
725 (SB 
776)

Assigned to s/c 
State Govern-
ment Subcom-
mittee

Requires department to enter into negotiations with federal 
government to reacquire state administration of the refugee 
resettlement program. 

Washington 2016
WA SR 
8710 Adopted Reaffirms the senate’s commitment to refugees.

Missouri 2016
MO HCR 
117 

Read Second 
Time (H)

Urges Congress pass legislation that prohibits the administra-
tion from allowing refugees into the United States.

Tennessee 2016

TN HB 
1713 (SB 
1733)

Assigned to s/c 
State Govern-
ment Subcom-
mittee

During the time in which a nonstate entity administers the 
state’s refugee resettlement program, prohibits state funds 
being expended in support of the program or other refugee 
resettlement activities in the state.
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South Dakota 2016
SD SB 
119 

Deferred to 41st 
legislative day

Requires legislative authority for refugee actions under South 
Dakota law.

South Car-
olina 2016

SC HB 
4477 

House Referred 
to Committee on 
Judiciary

A bill to prohibit a public official from utilizing any asset to assist 
in the relocation of Middle Eastern refugees.

Tennessee 2016

TN SB 
1929 (HB 
2415)

Refer to Senate 
State and Local 
Government 
Committee

Requires the Tennessee office for refugees to notify the gover-
nor and the commissioner of safety of certain information con-
cerning any refugee selected for resettlement in this state who 
has lived within a certain period of time in a country designated 
by the US Secretary of State as a state sponsor of terrorism. 

South Car-
olina 2016

SC HB 
4408 

House Referred 
to Committee on 
Judiciary

Use of state funds for the US. refugee resettlement program. 
A bill to amend the code of laws of South Carolina, 1976, by 
adding section 11-9-150 so as to provide that the state may 
not use funds to assist the united states refugee resettlement 
program.

Missouri 2016
MO HCR 
97 

Read Second 
Time (H)

Specifies that state funding shall not support Syrian refugees 
and Missouri shall not allow Syrian refugees to settle in the 
state.

Virginia 2016
VA HB 
494 

House: Left in 
Appropriations

Provides that no agency of the Commonwealth, political subdivi-
sion of the Commonwealth, officer or employee of either acting 
in his official capacity, or member of the Virginia National Guard 
or Virginia Defense Force, when such member is serving in the 
Virginia National Guard or the Virginia Defense Force on official 
state duty, shall knowingly aid, participate with, or otherwise 
provide any assistance to (i) any agency, department, or other 
instrumentality of the federal government, or any employee or of-
ficer thereof, with the resettlement in the Commonwealth of any 
refugee from Iraq or Syria or (ii) any such refugee who has been 
resettled in the Commonwealth on or after January 1, 2016. 

Missouri 2016
MO HB 
2653 

Read Second 
Time

Repeals a provision authorizing the Department of Social Ser-
vices to offer grants to programs engaged in the resettling of 
refugees and legal immigrants.

Ohio 2016
OH HCR 
31 

Senate Refer to 
Committee

To urge the President of the United States to halt the settlement 
of Syrian refugees in Ohio and the United States.



21HAASINSTITUTE.BERKELEY.EDU A Pivotal Moment for the US Refugee Resettlement Program

Intro Bill Name Status Description

6/17/15 H.R. 2798
Referred to 
Committee

Strengthens the Refugee Resettlement Act, modifies provisions of law relat-
ing to refugee resettlement, and for other purposes.

6/18/15 S. 1615
Referred to 
Committee

Domestic Refugee Resettlement Reform and Modernization Act of 2015. A 
bill to reform and modernize domestic refugee resettlement programs, and 
for other purposes.

6/18/15 H.R. 2839
Referred to 
Committee

To reform and modernize domestic refugee resettlement programs, and for 
other purposes.

7/29/15 H.R. 3314
Referred to 
Committee

Resettlement Accountability National Security Act of 2015. To suspend the 
admission into the United States of refugees in order to examine the costs of 
providing benefits to such individuals, and for other purposes.

9/18/15 H.R. 3573
Referred to 
Committee

Refugee Resettlement Oversight and Security Act of 2015. To amend the 
Immigration and Nationality Act to require the enactment into law of a joint 
resolution approving the number of refugees who may be admitted in any 
fiscal year, and for other purposes.

9/24/15 S.Res. 268
Referred to 
Committee

A resolution expressing the sense of the Senate regarding the Syrian refu-
gee crisis.

9/24/15 H.Res. 435
Referred to 
Committee

Recognizing the persecution of religious and ethnic minorities, especially 
Christians and Yazidis, by the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, also 
known as Daesh, and calling for the immediate prioritization of accepting 
refugees from such communities.

10/6/15 S. 2145
Referred to 
Committee

Middle East Refugee Emergency Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2016. A 
bill to make supplemental appropriations for fiscal year 2016

11/5/15 H.R. 3942
Referred to 
Committee

Save Christians from Genocide Act. To recognize that Christians and Yazidis 
in Iraq, Syria, Pakistan, Iran, Egypt, and Libya are targets of genocide, and to 
provide for the expedited processing of immigrant and refugee visas for such 
individuals, and for other purposes.

11/16/15 H.R. 3999
Referred to 
Committee

American SAFE Act of 2015. To require that the Secretary of Homeland 
Security certify that refugees admitted to the United States from Iraq or Syria 
are not security threats to the United States prior to admission.

11/17/15 H.R. 4033
Referred to 
Committee

Refugee Relocation Security Act. To temporarily suspend the admission of 
refugees from Syria and Iraq into the United States and to give States the 
authority to reject admission of refugees into its territory or tribal land.

11/17/15 S. 2284
Referred to 
Committee

Syrian Refugee Verification and Safety Act. A bill to suspend the admission 
and resettlement of aliens seeking refugee status because of the conflict in 
Syria until adequate protocols are established to protect the national security 
of the United States and for other purposes.

Federal Legislation Related to Refugee 
Resettlement 2015-2016100,101

Appendix C

As of April 2016
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11/17/15 H.R. 4032
Referred to 
Committee

States’ Right of Refugee Refusal Act of 2015. To amend the Immigration and 
Nationality Act to provide for a limitation on the resettlement of refugees.

11/17/15 H.R. 4031
Referred to 
Committee

Defund the Syrian Refugee Resettlement Program Act of 2015. To prohibit 
obligation of Federal funds for admission of refugees from Syria, and for 
other purposes

11/17/15 H.R. 4048
Referred to 
Committee

Syrian Refugee Verification and Safety Act. To suspend the admission and 
resettlement of aliens seeking refugee status because of the conflict in Syria 
until adequate protocols are established to protect the national security of 
the United States and for other purposes.

11/17/15 H.R. 4030 
Referred to 
Committee

To amend the Immigration and Nationality Act to provide that refugees may 
not be resettled in any State where the governor of that State has taken any 
action formally disapproving of the resettlement of refugees in that State, 
and for other purposes.

11/17/15 H.R. 4044
Referred to 
Committee

To prohibit obligation of Federal funds for admission of refugees from certain 
countries.

11/17/15 H.R. 4025
Referred to 
Committee

To prohibit obligation of Federal funds for admission of refugees from Syria, 
and for other purposes.

11/17/15 H.R.4038 
Passed 
House

American Security Against Foreign Enemies Act of 2015. To require that 
supplemental certifications and background investigations be completed 
prior to the admission of certain aliens as refugees, and for other purposes.

11/18/15 S. 2302
Referred to 
Committee

Terrorist Refugee Infiltration Prevention Act of 2015. A bill to temporarily 
restrict the admission to the United States of refugees from countries con-
taining terrorist-controlled territory.

11/18/15 H.Res. 533
Referred to 
Committee

Expressing disapproval of the President’s plan to accept 10,000 Syrian 
refugees.

11/18/15
H.Con.Res. 
94

Referred to 
Committee

Expressing the sense of the Congress regarding the treatment of State Gov-
ernors who have made a determination with respect to Syrian refugees.

11/18/15 H.R. 4074
Referred to 
Committee

To require the Secretary of Homeland Security to collect data regarding 
foreign travel, or repatriation, to the country of nationality or last habitual res-
idence by an alien admitted to the United States as a refugee, and for other 
purposes.

11/18/15 H.Res. 531

Agreed To 
(Simple 
Resolution)

Providing for consideration of the bill (H.R. 4038) to require that supplemen-
tal certifications and background investigations be completed prior to the 
admission of certain aliens as refugees, and for other purposes.

11/18/15 S. 2300
Referred to 
Committee

American SAFE Act of 2015. A bill to require that supplemental certifications 
and background investigations be completed prior to the admission of cer-
tain aliens as refugees, and for other purposes.

11/19/15 H.R. 4086
Referred to 
Committee

Security Verification for Refugees Act. To require that supplemental certifica-
tions and background investigations be completed prior to the admission of 
certain aliens as refugees, and for other purposes.

11/19/15 H.R. 4079
Referred to 
Committee

Secure Refugee Process Act of 2015. To require that supplemental certifica-
tions and identity verifications be completed prior to the admission of refu-
gees, and for other purposes.

12/1/15 H.R. 4143
Referred to 
Committee

Terrorist Refugee Infiltration Prevention Act of 2015. To temporarily restrict 
the admission to the United States of refugees from countries containing 
terrorist-controlled territory.
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12/8/15 S. 2363
Referred to 
Committee

State Refugee Security Act of 2015. A bill to amend the Immigration and 
Nationality Act to permit the Governor of a State to reject the resettlement 
of a refugee in that State unless there is adequate assurance that the alien 
does not present a security risk and for other purposes.

12/9/15 H.R. 4197
Referred to 
Committee

State Refugee Security Act of 2015. To amend the Immigration and Nation-
ality Act to permit the Governor of a State to reject the resettlement of a 
refugee in that State unless there is adequate assurance that the alien does 
not present a security risk and for other purposes.

12/10/15 H.R. 4218
Referred to 
Committee

To suspend the admission to the United States of refugees, and for other 
purposes. This bill prohibits a federal agency or instrumentality from using 
federal funds, fees, or resources to admit an alien into the United States as 
a refugee or to provide refugee resettlement assistance until each of the 
following occur:

12/11/15 H.R. 4244
Referred to 
Committee

Refugee Resettlement Fund Act of 2015. To prohibit the admission of cer-
tain aliens as refugees until the costs of admission and resettlement of such 
refugees have been addressed, and for other purposes.

12/16/15 H.R. 4267: 
Referred to 
Committee

Resettlement REFORM (Re-Evaluation of Financing Our Refugee Mission) 
Act. To provide that no penalty may be imposed on a State for refusing to 
expend refugee resettlement assistance funds on certain refugees, and for 
other purposes.

12/18/15 H.R. 4291
Referred to 
Committee

SAFER Act of 2015. To provide for additional security requirements for Syri-
an and Iraqi refugees, and for other purposes.

12/18/15 S. 2435
Referred to 
Committee

Defend America Act of 2015. A bill to ensure that each covered alien re-
ceives a thorough background investigation before such alien is admitted to 
the United States as a refugee, and for other purposes.

3/14/16 H.R. 4731
Reported by 
Committee 

Refugee Program Integrity Restoration Act of 2016. To provide for an annual 
adjustment of the number of admissible refugees, and for other purposes
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